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OPTICAL ALIGNMENT SYSTEM 
Robert Edward Bishop, Thousand Oaks, Kenneth R, Jack- 
son, Los Angeles, George Kis, Santa Monies, anil Frank 
Wagner Schlesinger, Sherman Oaks, Calif,, assignors, g 
by mesne assignments, to the United States of America 
as represented by tie Administrator of the National 
Aeronautics tad Spaci Administration 

Filed Sept. 4, 1962, Sen No, 221,276 
4 Claims. (Cl. 18—14) 

The present invention relates to measuring means and 
more particularly to means for accurately maintaining 
a member in r predetermined position. 

At the present time it is very frequently desirable to 
be able to accurately, locate a member in sortie prade- n 
termined fixed position and to continuously maintain the 
member disposed precisely in the position. For example, 
when assembling large structures such as bridges, build- 
ings, pipelines, etc., it is necessary to maintain the mem- 
ber in position. Also while fabricating large . size as- go 
semblies in a factory or similar location, it is necessary 
to maintain the workpiece precisely located while the as- 
sembling operations are performed thereon. In particu- 
lar, the assembly of large space vehicles with their many 
complex subassemblies requires very precise orientation gg 
and alignment of the vehicle during assembly. Hereto. 


fore in order to accomplish this objective it 

rUii 


been 

customary for an operator to employ a 

transit 

:. or 

tl' 


elite for periodically observing the posit 

ion of 

the 


mrk- 

piece. In the event the workpiece has 

moved 

S fre 

fH! 

i the a- 

desired location it is necessary to reposi 

you it. 

, - Alt 


ou gn 

such means are capable of positioning the 

5 work 

pieo 


with- 

in acceptable tolerances, it requires seve 

ral big 
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persons and a considerable amount of tl 
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ur 

ately 

position the member. In addition, even ( 

though 

the 


vork- 3 

piece may be accurately positioned at ? 

he cor 
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of 

each observation, immediately thereafte 

r then 

5 is 
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surancc it is still positioned within the r 
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1 tol 

tt 

■ance 

as there will normally be no readily ap 

parent 

ind 

ic 

a lion 

of the movement of the workpiece. 





It is now proposed to provide means 

for posit ic 

>ni 

ing a 

workpiece which will overcome the. fore 

going 

dim 

cu 

ilties. 

More particularly, it is proposed to prov 

r ide nn 

*ans 

¥ 

/hkh 


will automatically sense any displacement of a work- 
piece from a predetermined position and will automati* 
cally reposition the member so as to maintain it ac- 
curately positioned. More particularly, this is to be ac- 
complished by providing a reflective target on the work- 
piece together with means for projecting a light pattern 
onto the target reflector and means for sensing any dts- 
placement of the reflected light pattern. In addition, 
means may be provided that will reposition the work- 
piece such that the displacement of the reflected light 
pattern and, therefore, the displacement of the work- 
piece will be reduced to less than a predetermined mini- 
mum. 

These arid other features and advantages of the pres- 
ent invention will become readily apparent from the fol- 
lowing specification and drawings wherein like reference 
numerals refer to like parts and wherein: qq 

FIGURE 1 is a side view of a positioning system em- 
bodying one form of the present invention; 

FIGURE 2 is an isometric view, with portions thereof 
broken away, of a projection means employed in the sys- 
tem of FIGURE 1; 65 

FIGURE 3 is an end view, taken substantially from 
the plane line 3— -3 in FIGURE 1 and looking in the di- 
rection of the arrows thereon, of a portion of the end 
of the workpiece of FIGURE 1; 

FIGURE 4 is a cross-sectional view, on an enlarged jq 
scale and taken substantially in the plane of line 4 — 4 
of FIGURE 2 and looking in the direction of the arrows, 


of sin optical sensor employed in the projector means' of 
FIGURE 2; and 

FIGURE 5 is a block diagram of means for controlling 
the repositioning operation of the system of FIGURE 1. 

Referring to the drawings in more detail, and particu- 
larly to FIGURE 1 thereof, the present invention is em- 
bodied in a positioning system particularly adapted for 
maintaining an enlarged workpiece 12 precisely supported 
in a predetermined fixed position. The workpiece 12 may 
be of any desired variety. For example, it may be a space 
vehicle, a structural member in a bridge or building, a 
section of pipe to be interconnected with a pipeline or a 
workpiece upon which it is desired to secure additional 
members. In the present instant-:': for purposes of illus- 
tration, the workpiece 12 is shown as being positioned 
inside of a pair of tooling rings 14 and 16. Each of the 
tooling rings 14 and 16 is in turn located on pairs of 
adjustable jacks 18 and 2# that can travel oa tracks. 22 
and 24 projecting upwardly from a floor or similar sup- 
port. 

The present workpiece 12 is an enlarged structure 
upon which it is desired to mount additional parts that 
must be very precisely positioned. In order to insure that 
the parts are accurately positioned, they are positioned 
by means of one or more transits or theodolites 26 
which are mounted on a track 27 extending along a fixed 
stand 28. Bach of the transists or theodolites 26 will thus 
have a position which is accurately known. In order to 
insure the accuracy of the positioning by this means, it 
is, of coarse, necessary for the workpiece 12 to be ac- 
curately positioned with respect to the stand 28. 

Each of the jacks 18 and 20 includes a i otor (not 
shown) which may be driven to adjust the overall length 
of the jack. The motors may t of ai ,rr * > 

such as a hydraulic cylinder and piston or an Usctric 
motor and screw. It will thus be seen that by v*. .-.Tvi ng 
one or more of the jack motors, either of the to PiBg rings 
14 or 16 may be raised or lowered to thereby raise or 
lower either end of the workpiece 12 and align it ver- 
tically. In addition, means may be provided for causing 
either pair of jacks 18 and 2© to travel along the tracks 
2,2 and 2-4 for aligning the tooling rings 14 and 16 in the 
horizontal direction. 

The positioning system includes one or more projectors 
36, one for each end of the workpiece 12, in the' present 
instance. Each projector 30 is effective for directing a 
beam 32 of light along the main optical axis of the pro- 
jector and onto a reflective target 34 mounted on the 
workpiece 12 for returning a beam 36 of light back to the 
projector 30. The projector 30 which is adapted to be 
mounted or the stand 28 adjacent to the transit 26 in- 
cludes an elongated cylindrical barrel 38 having a light 
source such as an incandescent lamp 40 mounted adja- 
cent one end thereof. A reflector 42 and condensing lens 
44 may be positioned adjacent to the lamp 4# for forming 
the light therefrom into a beam of focused light. 

A shutter 46 may be disposed adjacent to the con- 
densing lens 44 and in substantial alignment with the fo- 
cused beam so as to form the beam into a predetermined 
pattern. 

The shutter 46 comprises an opaque disc 47 that has 
an opening therein that corresponds to the pattern that 
it is desired to be employed. Although a wide variety of 
patterns may be employed, in the present instance the 
pattern consists of a dark background with a radially ex- 
tending slit 52: The shutter pattern rotates about its 
center which is substantially coincident with one end of 
the slit 52 and the main optica! axis of the instrument. 
Accordingly, the present shutter 46 includes an opaque 
portion 47 with a radial slit 52 of relatively narrow width 
that has the inner end thereof disposed on the longitudinal 
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axis of the barrel 38. In order to cause the disc 47 to 
rotate, a substantially constant speed motor 54 may be 
connected thereto by means of a speed-reducing gear 
train 55 so that the shutter 46 will revolve on the order 
of one revolution per second. In addition, an encoder 56 5 
in ay be connected to the gear train 55 so as to provide a 
code signal of the angular position of the shutter 46. 
Encoders that provide the required outputs are within the 
present state-of-the-art and are capable of affording the 
degree of accuracy required on any specific application. j () 

A pair of lenses 58 and 60 may be positioned in the 
barrel 38 so as to project a uniformly illuminated; image 
of the light pattern from the shutter toward the reflective 
target 34. 

The target reflector 34 which may be of any suitable 15 
variety is preferably adapted to reflect light back in a 
beam 36 that is substantially parallel to the original beam 
32 that is incident thereon but is laterally displaced from 
the original beam 32 by an amount that is a function of 
the amount that the axis of the reflector 34 is displaced 20 
from the original beam 32. For example, the reflector 34 
may comprise a trihedral prism having three reflective 
surfaces 35 that are all orthogonal to each other. Such 
3 . .reflector will always reflect the light back in a direction 
parallel to the original beam irrespective of the angular 25 
orientation of the reflector with respect to direction of the 
original beam. It will thus be seen that any displacement 
of the reflected. beam 36 will be a function of the lateral 
displacement of the workpiece and will be independent 
cf the angular displacement or skewness of the workpiece 30 

A different redactor, such as a plane — or a concave 
mirror may be employed, if an angular — rather than a 

lateral displacement is to be sensed. Different reflectors 
may be usee in combination to sense both lateral and 35 
tifiguki displacements simuhaneously. 

The bear’’. 3o of light which is reflected back from the 
target will rtoi malty he returning along a line that is sab- 
slW'oaJjy s.remcident with or, very dose to the original 
beam 32, As a resists, the reflected beam 36 will be inci- 
dent upon /tie two lenses 5s and 63 so as to pass there- 
through. These lenses 58 and 60 will form the pattern in 
the reflected beam 34 into a sharp image or spoke 48 in 
the image plane of the lenses. In order to determine the 
characteristics and/or displacement of this image, a sensor 45 
unit 62 may be disposed in this plane. Since this plane 
will be substantially coincident with the shuter 46, it has 
been found desirable to place the sensor unit 62 in the 
end of an arm 64 that projects laterally from the side of 
the barrel 38. A beam splitter 66 such as a partially re- 30 
flective mirror may be disposed in the barrel so as to direct 
a portion of the reflected beam 36 onto the sensor unit 62. 

Although the sensor unit 62 may be of any suitable 
variety, it is particularly adapted to sense the light pattern 
as it is directed thereon. In the present instance the unit 35 
<2 'Includes a plurality of photoelectric ceils 72. 74, 76 
and 78 that wilt be effective to produce an electrical out- 
put signal that is a function of the intensity of light that 
is incident thereon. Sensor unit 62 is circular and the four 
photoelectric cells are arranged in a cruciform pattern 00 
about the center of the sensor unit. The cells are each 
positioned 90° apart and an equal distance from the cen- 
ter of the sensor unit. The sensor unit is positioned such 
that its center coincides with a second optical axis (in- 
dicated by line 32’) of the projector. This second optical 63 
axis is normal to the main optical axis of the projector 
which coincides with line 32 indicating the projected light 
beam. 

Although it is possible for an operator to manually ad- ^ 
just the jacks 18 and 20 so as to insure all the pulses 
from the photocells 72, 74, 76 and 78 being equally spaced, 
it is desirable for means to be provided that will auto- 
matically and continuously maintain the workpiece 12 in 
position. Accordingly, each of the photocells 72, 74, 76 75 


and 78 may be connected to pulse shapers 82, 84, Hi and 
88 leading to four inputs to a computer 90. The pulse 
shapers 82—88 may be overdriven amplifiers or similar 
structures that will cause the leading edges of the pulses 
to be more nearly vertical By making the rise time of 
the pulse very short, a higher degree of accuracy may be 
obtained in timing the pulses. In addition the pulse shapers 
82-88 rnay be connected to a logic OR gate 1<»8 that is 
in turn interconnected with the encoder 56. The encoder 
56 in turn has the output interconnected with the com- 
puter 99. 

The computer 96 will be effective to compare the angu- 
lar positions marked by tire pulses from the photocells 
72, 74, 76 and 78 to provide signals on the outputs 92, 
94, 56 and 98 that will be proportional to the amount 
and direction of displacement. These outputs may be 
connected io the jacks 18 and 2® to move the workpiece 
12 bacl:. into position. In addition, they may be connected 
to recording means for making a record of the time and 
amount of repositioning that was made. 

In order to employ the present invention for maintain- 
ing the workpiece 12 properly centered in a predetermined 
position, the first step is to mount the reflective target 34 
on one or both ends of the workpiece 12. This target 
34, which is a trihedral prism, is mounted so that the 
axis is precisely -located in a predetermined fixed position 
with respect to the workpiece 12. The workpiece 12 may 
Shea be seated in the tooling rings 14 and 16 so that the 
desired operations may be performed thereon. Once the 
workpiece 12 is properly seated in the tooling rings 14 
and 16, the jacks 18 and 20 may be manually adjusted, 
if necessary, both vertically and horizontally, so that the 
workpiece 12 is approximately located in the desired posi- 
tion, The lamps 43 in the projectors 33 may then be turned 
on so that the beam 32 of light will be projected there- 
from and directed toward the reflecting targets 34. If the 
workpiece 12 has been placed in approximate position, 
these beams 3.2 of light will be incident upon the reflec- 
tive targets 34 so as to be reflected back 10 dre r,rol>r.ors 
3# so that at least a portion of the pattern in the beam 
will be focused onto the sensor unit 62. 

Normally the reflective targets 34 will initially be dis- 
placed somewhat from the desired position. As a result, 
the beam 32 of light will not be coincident with the axis 
of the reflector. As a consequence, the reflected beam 36 
of light will be returned upon a path that is parallel to 
the incident light but is laterally displaced therefrom in 
the direction of misalignment and by an amount that is 
a function thereof. The displacement of the beam 36 will 
be independent of the angular alignment of the reflector 
34 and will be solely dependent upon the lateral position 
thereof. The reflected beam 36 will be incident upon the 
lenses 58 and 6© and so will be focused ont > the sensor 
unit 62. 

In the event the projected beam 32 has a pattern that 
comprises a radial spoke of light rotating about the main 
optical axis of the projector it is obvious that the reflected 
beam 36 will have a like pattern. The reflected pattern 
will have an axis of rotation that coincides with the main 
optical axis of the projector when the workpiece is in 
alignment. However, if the workpiece is out of alignment, 
the axis of rotation of reflected beam 36 will be dis- 
placed from the optical axis by an amount dependent upon 
the degree of misalignment. The reflected rotating pattern 
is deflected at a right angle by beam splitter ©6 so that 
a rotating spoke of light 48 falls upon the face of sensor 
unit 62. Spoke 48 will, depending upon the alignment 
of the workpiece, either rotate about optical axis 32' or 
displaced axis 36'. If the deflected pattern is displaced 
from optical axis 32' then spoke 48 will rotate about end 
5© thereof. As this spoke 48 sweeps across one or more 
of the photocells 72 to 78, the photocells will generate 
pulses. The time of the beginning of the pulses will cor- 
respond to the time the leading edge of the light in the 





spoke passes over the photocell. If the axis of rotation 
coincides with optical axis 32’, the pulses will ail occur 
at equal time intervals. However, if the axis of the rota- 
tion is displaced as shown in FIGURE 4, the spoke image 
will sweep across the photocells at unequal angular inter- 
vals anti the encoder pulses will indicate unequal angles. 
More particularly, the angle indicated between photocells 
72 and 74 will be at, the angle indicated between photo- 
cells 74 and 76 will be «2, the angle indicated between 
photocells 16 and 7$ will be «3, and the angle indicated 
between photocells 78 and 72 will be «4. 

The output pulses from the photocells will then be fed 
into the various inputs to the pulse shapers 82, 84, 86 and 
88. The shapers will shape the pulses to provide a sharp 
triggering pulse for interrogating the encoder 54 and gate 15 
the computer 98. By this means the computer may de- 
termine the amount and direction of displacement of the 
workpiece 12 to provide output signals on the outputs 92, 

94, 96 and 98 indicative thereof. These signals on the 
'outputs 92, 94, 96 and 98 will then actuate the jacks 18 20 
and 2® so as fo move the tooling rings 14 and 16 into a 
position such that all csf the pulses will be equally spaced. 

At this time the reflective target 34 will have the axis in 
the exact location desired. In the event that the workpiece 
12 should move laterally out of position as a result of 25 
thermal effects, etc., the movement will cause a corre- 
sponding displacement of the pattern and the computer 
99 will then immediately actuate tbe jacks 18 and 20 so 
as to exactly return the workpiece to its desired location. 

Although only a single embodiment of the present in- 30 
vention has been disclosed, it will be readily apparent to 
those skilled in the art that numerous changes and modi- 
fications may be made thereto without departing from 
the spirit of the invention. Accordingly, the foregoing 
descriptions and drawings are tor illustrative purposes 35 
only and do not la any way limit the invention which is 
defined only by the claims which follow. 

V-'t'O k claimed is: 

2 . hi " i tirstus for continuously maintain- 
fg a workpiece In a precise predetermined position com- ‘ !;i 
prising, hi eornblneifo a : 

(a) dectro-opilcal means for determining the position 
of said workpiece and generating electric signals that 
indicate the position thereof; 

(b) computer means electrically connected to said op- 45 
tical means for receiving the electric signals from 
said optical means and generating an error signal 
when the workpiece is out of position; 

(c) movable support means on which said workpiece is 
mounted that are electrically connected to said com- 
- puter and actuated by the error signal therefrom to 
reposition the workpiece; 

(d) said electro-optical means including: 

(I) instrument means for projecting toward the 

workpiece a light beam pattern having the form 55 
of a radial sector of light that rotates about a 
first optical axis of the instrument means, 

■ (2) means mounted on said workpiece for re- 
flecting the light beam pattern back to said in- 
strument with the radial sector of Sight rotating 80 
about a first axis of rotation that normally co- 
incides with the first optical axis, said first axis 
of rotation coinciding with the first optical axis 
when said workpiece is in alignment, but being 
displaced therefrom when said workpiece is out 85 
of alignment, 

(3) beam splitter means mounted in said instru- 
ment for deflecting said reflected light beam pat- 
tern along a second axis of rotation norma! 

to the first axis of rotation of said reflected 70 
light beam pattern. 

(4) a plurality of photoelectric means mounted in 
said instrument and positioned in a circular ar- 
ray whose center coincides with a second optical 
axis normal to the first optical axis of said in- 75 


struiTjent Hie&ns; said second axis 
incidin§ with l(«s sccoitu optical 
workpiece is in alignment but c 
from when tbe workpiece is oul 
5 whereby said photoelectric means will generate 

a series of electric signals whose time s : 1 wvc-s 
indicates the relative positions of the optical axis 
of rotation. 

2. Electro-optical alignment apparatus for fbaintaiw- 
10 mg the alignment of a workpiece comprising: 

(a) instrument means for projecting a beam of light; 

(b) rotating shutter means mounted in raid instrument 
means for forming said beam of light into a pattern 
in the form of radial sector of light which rotates 
about a main optical axis of said instrument means; 

(c) reflector means mounted on sal;: workpiece i hat 
reflects the projected pattern back to said instrument 
means along an axis of rotation that xrinciefes with 
the main optical axis when the workpiece is in align- 
ment but is displaced therefrom when said work- 
piece is out of alignment; 

(d) a circular array of photoelectric cells mounted 
in said instrument means, said ceils being equally 
spaced about a center coincident with a :• auc . ti- 
es! axis normal to the main optica! axis; 

(e) beam splitter means mounted in said instrument 
means for deflecting said reflected light beam pat urn 
onto said array of cells along an axis cf rot am r that 
is coincident with the second optical axis % - 1& the 
workpiece is in alignment; 

(f) circuit means connected to -aid away of eerie for 
generating an electric pulse each time one of said 
cells is illuminated by the deflected ligfri beam pat- 
tern; 

(g) encoder means connected to said rotating shot! • 

means and interrogated by the electric pulse {■■ m said 
circuit means for providing an e.iicfoie . ridic 
live of the instantaneous ar;;m lar position of : 
a! sector of reflected right ;ior:-oo ti ifu v 

means; 

(h) computer means ecmriickid to said : fraud means 

and said encoder means to receive the electri ■■ ■ 

therefrom and provide an error signal in response 
thereto that is indicative of the amount of displace- 
■ment between the optical axis end the axis of rota- 
tion of the reflected light beam pattern; and 

(i) positioning means actuated by said e: or signal for 
correcting any misalignment of said workpiece. 

3. The apparatus recited in claim 2 wherein sa t 
60 ter means includes: 

(a) an opaque disc mounted for rotation about its cen- 
ter and positioned such that its center coincides with 
the main optical axis of said instrument means, 

(b) said disc having a radial slit formed therein which 
extends from the center of said disc to the outer pe- 
riphery thereof. 

4. ‘An alignment system for maintaining the position 
of a large cylindrical body, said system comprising: 

(a) an optical means for continuously monitoring the 
.position of the body and generating electric signals 
that indicate the position thereof; 

(b) computer means electrically connected to said op- 
tical means for receiving signals from said optical 
means and generating error signals in response there- 
to; 

(c) adjustable support means supporting said body that 
are actuated by the error signals from said computer 
means to maintain the position of said body; 

(d) said optical means including: 

(1) an optical instrument positioned adjacent said 
body, 

(2) a light source mounted in said instrument for 
projecting a beam of light toward said body, 

(3) an opaque disc having a radial slit formed 
therein, said disc being mounted for rotation 
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about its center and positioned between said 
light source and said body; whereby, during op- 
eration of said instrument a light beam is gen- 
erated having a pattern in the form of a sector 
of light rotating about an axis that coincides 5 
with the center of said disc and a first optical 
axis of said instrument, ,. 

(4) lens means mounted in said instrument and 
positioned between said disc and said body for 
forming a sharp image of the sector of light 
formed by said disc, 

(5) reflejfing means mounted on said body for 
reflecisstg theffojected light beam pattern back 
toward said Optical instrument, said reflected 
light beam pattern rotating about a first axis 15 
of rotation which coincides with said first optical 
axis when said body is properly positioned, but 

is displaced therefrom when said body is out of 
position, 

( 6 ) beam splitter means mounted in said instru- 20 
ment between said disc and said lens means for 
deflecting the reflected light beam pattern along 
a second axis of rotation normal to the first 

axis of rotation, 

(7) a circular array of evenly spaced photoelectric 
cells mounted in said instrument and positioned 
such that the center of the array coincides with 
a second optical axis; said second optical axis 
coinciding with said second axis of rotation 
when the body is properly positioned, whereby 
the deflected light beam pattern will illuminate 
the photoelectric cells at equal time intervals 


8 

when the body is properly positioned but at 
unequal time intervals when the body is out of 
position, said photoelectric ceils each generating 
an electric signal when illuminated, 

( 8 ) encoder means coupled to said rotatable disc 
and interrogated by signals from said photo- 
electric cells for providing an electric signal 
indicative of the instantaneous angular position 
of the reflected image of the slit formed in said 
disc, the signals from said photoelectric cells 
and said encoder being fed to said computer 
means which in turn generates the error signal 
'to actuate said adjustable support means when 
repositioning of the body is indicated. 
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